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The Davy Crockett weapon system (Heavy), XM-29, de-
picted on the cover, employed a 150-pound rocket-
propelled nuclear warhead designed to provide a
battlefield nuclear capability for the Army tactical com-
bat battalion commander. Fielded in 1961, when the
Army’s nuclear enthusiasm was still high, Davy Crockett
looked like a large recoilless rifle and could loft a minia-
ture atomic warhead to a range of 1.25 miles. It is
thought by some observers to be typical, even symbolic,
of the Army’s Pentomic Era.
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Foreword

Ilthough atomic weapons helped win World

War Two in the Pacific, they raised the ques-
tion of whether these weapons altered the nature of
warfare, or simply warfare’s destructive dimen-
sions. Responsibility for nuclear weapons develop-
ment became a central issue in US service politics,
particularly between the Army and Air Force dur-
ing the early years of the Eisenhower
administration.

In his history of the Army in the years between
the Korean and Vietnam wars, Lieutenant Colonel
A. J. Bacevich, US Army, accents the Army’s mind-
fulness of the implications of nuclear warfare. The
Army’s concern, reflecting a complex mixing of
institutional, strategic, and operational consid-
erations, led to major changes in Army organiza-
tion, doctrine, and weapons. The author argues that
during these years, the Army not only survived an
institutional identity crisis—grappling to compre-
hend and define its national security role in a

xiii
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nuclear age—but grew to meet new challenges by
pioneering the development of rockets and missiles.

Colonel Bacevich’s analysis of the Army’s post-
Korea, pre-Vietnam era contributes valuable in-
sights to the study of recent US military history. Es-
pecially important is Colonel Bacevich’s caution
that military professionals temper their enthusiasm
for technological progress with an eye to those ele-
ments of warfare that remain changeless.

=y =

Richard D. Lawrence

Lieutenant General, US
Army

President, National Defense
University
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Introduction

he essay that follows is a brief history of the US

Army during the years immediately following
the Korean War. For many in our own time that
period—corresponding to the two terms of the
Eisenhower presidency—has acquired an aura of
congenial simplicity. Americans who survived
Vietnam, Watergate, and painful economic difficul-
ties wistfully recall the 1950s as a time when the
nation possessed a clearly-charted course and had
the will and the power to follow it.

However comforting such views may be, the re-
ality was far different. Many segments of America
experienced the 1950s as anything but a Golden
Age. Prominent among this group was the Army. In-
stead of the “good old days,” the Army found the
Eisenhower era to be one of continuing crisis. New
technology, changing views of the nature of war,
and the fiscal principles of the Eisenhower adminis-
tration produced widespread doubts about the util-
ity of traditional land forces. As Army officers saw
it, these factors threatened the well-being of their
Service and by implication endangered the security

of the United States. 5



4 The Pentomic Era

This essay explores the nature of those threats
and of the Army’s response to them. By design, this
essay is selective and interpretive. It does not pro-
vide a complete narrative of events affecting the
Army after Korea. It excludes important develop-
ments such as foreign military assistance, the
growth of Army aviation, and the impact of alliance
considerations on American military policy. As a
result, the history that follows is neither compre-
hensive nor definitive. What value it may possess
derives instead from its explication of themes that
retain some resonance for an Army in later decades
confronted with its own challenges.

A great institution like the Army always is in
transition. And though the character of reform is
seldom as profound as the claims of senior leaders
or the Army Times may suggest, in the 1950s
change often matched the hyperbole of its advo-
cates. The Army found itself grappling for the first
time with the perplexing implications of nuclear
warfare; seeking ways of adapting its organization
and doctrine to accommodate rapid technological
advance; and attempting to square apparently revo-
lutionary change with traditional habits and practi-
cal constraints of the military art. In retrospect, we
may find fault with the Army’s response to these
challenges. If so, we have all the more reason to
concern ourselves with how the Service derived the
answers that it did. To a striking extent, challenges
similar to those of the 1950s have returned to preoc-
cupy the Army today.
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When the Army reorganized to fight on the
atomic battlefield, it used wunits of “five”
throughout—five platoons per company, five
companies per battle group, up to the newly chris-
tened “Pentomic” division. The term Pentomic be-
came associated with the post-Korea era, and thus
seemed a fitting title for my study. While this essay
makes some use of archival sources, most notably in
depicting the Army’s perspective on sensitive ques-
tions of nuclear strategy, I have relied on such rec-
ords only to a limited extent. In large part I have
used contemporary statements by senior military of-
ficials and articles appearing in military journals.
The emphasis on Service journals does not reflect a
belief that the written musings of relatively junior
officers influence American military policy to any
significant degree. They do not. While the institu-
tional organs of other professions presage and often
inspire new developments, American military jour-
nals tend instead to reflect ideas that already enjoy
official sanction. They mirror American military
thought rather than determine its direction. Al-
though the placid character of American military
journals minimizes their utility as a forum for de-
bating new ideas, this character makes them ideal
for the historian attempting to understand the
mind-set of the officer corps at a particular time.

In preparing this study, I benefited greatly from
the generosity of the US Army Center of Military
History, where I worked as a Research Associate
during the summer of 1984. The staffs of the Na-
tional Archives and the US Army Military History
Institute provided important assistance. In the latter
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case, Mr. Richard Sommers was especially cordial
in helping me explore the Ridgway Papers and per-
tinent parts of the Institute’s oral history collection.
At the National Defense University, Ms. Joanne
Scott made my search through the papers of Lyman
L. Lemnitzer and Maxwell D. Taylor efficient and
productive. I thank General Lemnitzer and General
Taylor for their permission to consult their personal
papers. At the Eisenhower Library, Mr. Rod Soubecrs
provided sound advice and responsive assistance
that helped me make the most of the short time I
spent in Abilene. My friends James L. Abrahamson,
Casey Brower, John Mason, and Scott Wheeler each
responded to my calls for help by providing a criti-
cal reading of the manuscript at an early stage.
Though they cannot be held responsible for the re-
sult, each in his own way made a valuable contribu-
tion to clarifying my thinking on this subject. I am
especially grateful to the Council on Foreign Rela-
tions in New York. Without the time and financial
assistance I received as an International Affairs Fel-
low with the Council, this study would never have
been completed. As always, of course, my greatest
debt is to my wife Nancy and our children for their
patience, support, and love.



1. The Legacy
of Korea

F or Americans who died fighting in Korea, there
is still no memorial. Although lamentable, the
oversight also is appropriate. Monuments signify
acceptance of an event and some understanding of
its meaning. But more than 30 years after the armis-
tice at Panmunjom, the Korean War has yet to find
its place in American history. In the popular mind,
the war’s significance remains obscure, the war it-
self largely forgotten.

The war’s bewildering character and the bizarre
course that it followed account in some degree for
the haste with which Americans shoved aside its
memory. Korea confronted Americans with intense
combat meretriciously classified not as war but as a
“police action.” It was a major conflict fought out-
side the announced perimeter of vital US interests;
a war in which field commanders were denied the
use of weapons that some believed could have
determined its outcome; a bloody three-year contest
pursued without the benefit of a consistent

7
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statement of purpose capable of rallying bipartisan
support in Washington or of satisfying the soldiers
who did the fighting. The war’s conclusion only re-
inforced American uneasiness. Less than a decade
before, the United States had triumphantly van-
quished the forces of evil. In Korea we again con-
fronted evil, said to be no less odious than the
Nazis. But this time we struck a bargain with the
devil. Such a distasteful and embarrassing compro-
mise seemed un-American.

Yet despite its perplexing character, Korea de-
mands our attention as a pivotal event in American
military history. Though shoved into the recesses of
popular memory, the Korean War profoundly af-
fected the political climate of the 1950s. It contrib-
uted to major changes in basic American national
security policy and military strategy. Of particular
interest, the “lessons” of Korea redefined the roles
assigned to the armed services, with a major impact
on the influence and resources that each could
claim. As a result, the war had a lasting though not
always beneficial impact on the structure of Ameri-
can defense forces.

This essay examines the Army’s attempts to
confront the legacy of Korea during the years
1953-61. This period corresponds to the two terms
of the Eisenhower Presidency. It also was a time
that marked what many contemporary observers be-
lieved to be a “revolution” in warfare. For the Army
it was a time of isolation and prolonged adversity:
of shrinking manpower ceilings, reduced budgets,
and widespread doubts about its utility in future
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wars. General Maxwell D. Taylor called it the
Army’s “Babylonian Captivity.”?

Paradoxically, the period also was one of op-
portunity. Adversity provided an antidote to com-
placency. It forced the Army to grapple with
questions about the nature of American security in-
terests, the character of the next war, and the doc-
trine, weapons, and organization needed to face its
challenges. As we will see, many of the Army’s an-
swers to these questions appear flawed in retro-
spect. Still, they deserve attention today. From the
historian’s perspective they provide insight into the
enduring character of the Army. And of greater im-
mediate interest the debates, decisions, and policies
of the 1950s imparted a shape to the Army that per-
sisted long after that decade had passed into his-
tory. For better or worse we still feel its effects
today.

The Korean War’s immediate effects on Na-
tional politics are well known. First of all, the war
completed the destruction of the Truman Presi-
dency. Notwithstanding his recent rehabilitation,
Harry S. Truman was the least popular man to oc-
cupy the White House since Andrew Johnson. Ac-
cusations of corruption among his political cronies
and of being “soft” on communism already had cast
a shadow over his administration, making a suc-
cessful bid for reelection in 1952 unlikely. Korea
sealed Truman’s fate. Held accountable for provok-
ing Red Chinese intervention in the war, criticized
for relieving General Douglas MacArthur from
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command in the Far East, blamed for the bloody
stalemate that existed on the battlefield while nego-
tiations dragged on at Panmunjom, Truman lost his
last shreds of credibility.

In addition to discrediting Truman personally,
the war also caused profound changes in popular
views regarding US foreign and defense policies.
Paying a bitter price for implementing the Truman
Doctrine in no way diminished the hothouse anti-
communism that so marked American opinion at
that time. If anything, this confrontation with North
Korea and the People’s Republic of China—both
widely viewed by Americans as pawns of the Soviet
Union—only reinforced anxiety about the Red Men-
ace. But Truman’s inability to bring the war to a sat-
isfactory conclusion—the continuing sacrifice of
American soldiers for no clear purpose—convinced
many people that relying on conventional military
means to stop communist expansion was folly. The
vicious character of the fighting—with outnum-
bered American infantrymen battling “Asian
hordes” at close quarters—seemed to play to their
advantages. Many Americans considered it absurd
that this situation stemmed from our refusal to use
precisely those weapons that advanced technology
had provided us. Americans wanted policies that
would check communism more effectively than had
Truman (who in addition to his troubles over Korea
also was blamed for “losing” China). But they
wanted to achieve that end by capitalizing on
American strengths, particularly technology, rather
than by squandering American manpower. Above
all, they wanted no more Koreas.
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The presidential campaign of 1952 occurred
while the Korean armistice talks foundered and
stalemate on the fighting front continued. The
White House would belong to the aspirant able to
persuade the American people that he could both
end the war and carry on the fight against commu-
nism while avoiding future debacles like Korea.
Thus the war paved the way for the election of the
candidate able to persuade the electorate of his su-
periority in handling military and diplomatic af-
fairs. With the contest cast in those terms no one
could match the credentials of the great hero of
World War II, Dwight D. Eisenhower. Once Ike had
declared his interest, his triumph in the general
elections was all but inevitable.

President Eisenhower assumed office in Janu-
ary 1953 pledging to bring the fighting in Korea to a
swift conclusion and to avoid similar wars in the
future. To deter attacks of the type that North Korea
had launched in June 1950—or failing that, to de-
feat them—his administration devised thc strategy
of “massive retaliation.” At the heart of this strategy
was greatly increased reliance on nuclear weap-
ons—on what Secretary of State John Foster Dulles
publicly termed *“a great capacity to retaliate in-
stantly by means and at places of our choosing.”?

Yet that strategy’s ominous shorthand name
hardly suggests the full dimensions of Eisenhower’s
national security policy. This policy had more to it
than a professed willingness to bomb aggressors
into the Stone Age. A document known as
NSC 162/2, drafted in the early months of his
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administration, spelled out the full implications of
Eisenhower’s strategy. Entitled “Basic National Se-
curity Policy,” this document was approved by the
National Security Council (NSC) on 29 October
1953 and long remained a key directive.

As a major theme that would have important
implications for the Army, NSC 162/2 posited an
essential link between security and a healthy
economy. Economic recession in the United States,
it said, would “seriously prejudice the security of
the free world.” Conversely, “a sound, strong, and
growing US economy” would enable the nation “to
support over the long pull a satisfactory posture of
defense.”® According to standard Republican think-
ing of the day, the Federal Government best could
encourage growth and maintain a strong dollar by
putting a clamp on its own spending. Since defense
outlays formed the largest part of the Federal
budget, Republicans saw an inverse relationship be-
tween defense spending and economic well-being.
Spending too much on defense was self-defeating.
By threatening to bankrupt the economy, it would
pose a positive threat to American security. In other
words, NSC 162/2 implied that frugality in defense
spending was needed to sustain the economy,
thereby benefiting the country’s overall strength
and security.

Not surprisingly, then, the administration
sought a military capability that would counter the
existing Soviet threat as cheaply as possible. As
Eisenhower saw it, nuclear weapons far outper-
formed the old conventional forms of military
power in effectiveness and cost. This view explains
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the prominence of nuclear weapons in NSC 162/2.
Henceforth, that document stated, American mili-
tary policy would rest on a “capability of inflicting
massive retaliatory damage by offensive striking
power.” Lest any confusion exist about the type of
weapons available for retaliation, NSC 162/2
specified that the United States would “consider
nuclear weapons to be as available for use as other
munitions” in the event of war.

The administration believed that this stated
willingness to employ nuclear weapons would pre-
clude the requirement for their actual use. The mere
threat of dropping a few atomic bombs, combined
with the knowledge of their destructive potential,
would intimidate would-be aggressors and maintain
world order. In this sense massive retaliation repre-
sented a complete break from earlier strategic con-
cepts. The United States henceforth would maintain
military forces not to fight wars but to prevent
them, using the threat of nuclear response to guar-
antee peace and prevent the further spread of com-
munism and Soviet influence. Rather than a serious
attempt to describe how to employ force, massive
retaliation was, in Russell F. Weigley’s phrase, “a
strategy of deterrence.”*

Yet despite the emphasis placed on deterrence,
the authors of NSC 162/2 recognized the relation-
ship between a growing Soviet nuclear arsenal and
the credibility of the American retaliatory force.
They already foresaw a “state of nuclear plenty”
when each side would possess the power to in-
flict unacceptable damage on the other. Such
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circumstances would “create a stalemate, with both
sides reluctant to initiate general war.”

Mutual deterrence of this type would not of it-
self be inconsistent with American interests if it im-
plied an absence of conflict and a guarantee of the
international status quo. Undermining the premise
of massive retaliation, however, was the realization
that growing Soviet nuclear strength could poten-
tially “diminish the deterrent effect of US atomic
power against peripheral Soviet aggression.” Once
Soviet nuclear forces threatened the United States,
American promises to use nuclear weapons against
“minor” instances of communist aggression would
become less convincing. Once they recognized this
opportunity the Russians surely would exploit it.
Therefore, the authors of NSC 162/2 believed that
the United States could look forward to a Soviet-
directed campaign of subversion against non-
communist countries that would “continue
indefinitely” and ‘“grow in intensity.”

To address this problem, NSC 162/2 developed
a third, strongly pro-active theme that was consist-
ent with the aim of minimizing defense costs, yet
went far beyond the concept of nuclear deterrence.
This theme outlined instruments that the United
States would employ to defeat aggression in situa-
tions where nuclear weapons were inappropriate.
According to NSC 162/2, the United States would
use “all feasible diplomatic, political, economic,
and covert measures” to assist any country that ap-
peared to be threatened by a communist takeover.
More generally, the United States would “take overt
and covert measures to discredit Soviet prestige and
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ideology.” Indeed, NSC 162/2 declared that US pol-
icy would be to “take feasible political, economic,
propaganda, and covert measures designed to create
and exploit troublesome problems for the U.S.S.R.

The importance attributed to covert action was
unmistakable. Its role at one end of the force spec-
trum was as clear as the role of strategic nuclear
weapons at the opposite extreme. But what role re-
mained for traditional conventional forces such as
the Army?

The Defense Policy that Eisenhower pre-
scribed to implement massive retaliation answered
this question, though hardly in a way that pleased
the Army. The “New Look,” as it was called, re-
flected above all the commonly held belief that nu-
clear weapons had revolutionized warfare.
Traditional concepts governing the use of force
were outmoded. The “New Look” redefined the role
of each Service, aligning it with the requirements of
an atomic age. This reallocation of roles signifi-
cantly changed the relative importance and influ-
ence of each Service.

Eisenhower and his advisers believed that air
power was the key to deterrence. Thus, the Air
Force, less than a decade after achieving independ-
ent status, was exalted to primacy among the Serv-
ice. The intercontinental bomber fleet of the
Strategic Air Command (SAC) stood preeminent as
the instrument for delivering nuclear retaliatory
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blows. As a result, throughout the Eisenhower
years, the Air Force had first claim on resources.

The significance of this claim showed most
clearly in the defense budget. (See figure 1.) In fis-
cal year (FY) 1953, the last year of the Truman ad-
ministration, Air Force spending had lagged slightly
behind Army’s. Yet within two years the Air Force
share of the budget had grown to nearly twice the
Army’s and remained so throughout the decade. In-
deed, Air Force expenditures nearly equalled those
of the Army and Navy combined. In FY 1957, for
example, the Air Force spent $18.4 billion, $1 bil-
lion less than the total outlays of the other two
Services.®

As the Air Force’s importance grew under the
“New Look,” that of the Army declined. In Ike’s
view of defense in the atomic age the role of his old
Service did not loom large. Some thought was given
to the Army having to occupy an enemy’s homeland
once it had been devastated by a hail of nuclear
bombs. And perhaps the Army would need to help
maintain order at home in the unfortunate event of
enemy bombers striking the United States.® But the
notion of the Army performing major combat mis-
sions along the lines of World War Il or Korea was
the very antithesis of Eisenhower’s thinking. Given
its peripheral role, the Army became a lucrative tar-
get for budget-cutters looking for ways to reduce
overall defense expenditures. In these efforts they
enjoyed support at the highest levels. Eisenhower
himself told the American people in May 1953 that
“in making all the economies that are possible, it is
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necessary that we concentrate on that which is vi-
tally necessary and tend to put into second place,
even to eliminate where we can, those things which
are merely desirable.”” Throughout the Eisenhower
years the Army remained very much mired in sec-
ond place. More than a few officers would at times
wonder nervously if the President had quietly de-
cided that the Army was “merely desirable.”



2. The
“New Look”’:

Impact and
Counterattack

he immediate effect of the “New Look,” then,

was to reduce the resources available to the
Army for fighting a land war. The Army ended the
Korean War with a total force of 1.5 million soldiers
and 20 combat divisions. Some reductions in the
aftermath of the war were inevitable. In practice,
however, the end of the war began a series of pro-
gressive cuts that continued throughout the decade.
By FY 1955 Army strength stood at 1.1 million. At
the end of FY 1958 it reached 899,000. And in FY
1961, the last year of the Eisenhower administra-
tion, Army strength bottomed out at 859,000. The
force structure suffered similar reductions through-
out the decade so that by 1961 the Army had only
14 divisions. Of that number, three were training di-
visions, in no sense deployable, combat-ready

19
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units.” By FY 1955 the Army’s budget was barely
half of what it had been two years earlier. Its share
of the defense dollar had shrunk to the smallest
among the three Services and remained so through-
out Eisenhower’s two terms in office.?

The Army’s impoverishment at the hands of the
“New Look” extended beyond material aspects.
Signs of demoralization appeared in the ranks. Re-
enlistment rates plummeted. Few soldiers showed
any desire to stay in the Army. Those who did too
often were of inferior quality.’® Junior officers re-
signed their commissions in unprecedented
numbers.? Even senior officers were not immune. In
disgust, one general officer informed the Army
Chief of Staff, General Matthew B. Ridgway, that he
was retiring because “l am convinced that if present
trends continue the Army will soon become a serv-
ice support agency for the other armed services.”>

Soldiers lamented a perceived loss of status
and esteem in the eyes of their countrymen. To ci-
vilians, the Air Force represented modern technol-
ogy, SAC, and Steve Cunyon. The Army’s image
was hapless Beetle Bailey and television’s Sergeant
Bilko, who was described by an officer as “a four-
flusher, a sharpie, a cad who exploits an oafish
colonel and an element of tramps, no-goods, and
semi-criminals doing nothing all day.”® To this
thin-skinned officer, Bilko and his cronies repre-
sented the popular view of himself and his fellow
soldiers. Public scorn made it painful to be a soldier
and seemed to contribute to the Army’s talent drain.

Another officer noted that the Army had be-
come ‘“an auxiliary service,” apparently retained
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“for ceremonial purposes while the Air Force girds
its loins to fight our wars.” He went on to suggest
that “if the Army is no longer needed, it should bow
out gracefully, and not hang on for the sake of tradi-
tion ...” He recommended sarcastically that the
Army be absorbed into the Air Force: such a move
would save money, reduce inter-Service rivalry,
and help the average soldier’s morale by putting
him in a snazzy blue uniform.”

Such confusion about the Army’s future—even
doubt that it retained a role in modern warfare—
was widespread. Many people outside the Army be-
lieved that “the Army is obsolescent and probably
obsolete.”® Increasingly, people inside the Service
had begun to share that view. As Major John H.
Cushman, an outstanding soldier who would rise to
three-star rank, wrote in 1954, “I do not know what
the Army’s mission is or how it plans to fulfill its
mission. And this, I find, is true of my fellow sol-
diers. At a time when new weapons and new ma-
chines herald a revolution in warfare, we soldiers
do not know where the Army is going and how it is
going to get there.”

Reduced budgets and manpower strengths,
widespread questions about the Army’s future, de-
moralization within the ranks: little wonder that
even such a senior officer as General Lyman L.
Lemnitzer could lament in 1955 that “today it
seems to me that the very survival of the Army ... is
at stake.”’?

However plaintive, remarks such as Lem-
nitzer’s signified concern, not despair. With the
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well-being of their Service in jeopardy, Army
leaders did not give up. Indeed, many believed that
the stakes involved more than the health and pres-
tige of the Army. They agreed with General
Ridgway, Army Chief of Staff from 1953 to 1955,
that the “New Look” also was a misguided policy
that endangered the nation’s security. Far from
bowing to the “New look,” Ridgway and his succes-
sors challenged the very rationale of Eisenhower’s
defense policies, while reshaping the Army in the
image of their own vision of the “revolution” in
warfare. Ultimately, they sought to overturn mas-
sive retaliation. They hoped to substitute policies
that would restore the Army to prominence and rec-
ognize that strategic weapons alone could not guar-
antee national security.

The Army counterattacked on several fronts,
but not all could claim equal importance. At one
level, for example, the Army greatly expanded its
public relations effort, hoping to shed its Beetle Bai-
ley image for something more upbeat. “It is not
enough to do a good job,” Army Secretary Wilbur
M. Brucker told students at the Command and Gen-
eral Staff College in 1956. “The American people
must know their Army is doing it. The time has
come when no Army officer can sit in the bleachers
and act as a mere spectator. Public relations is not a
job of the few but of the many.”"!

In addition to emptying the bleachers figura-
tively, the Army’s public relations offensive took on
more substantive form. Soldiers turned in the uni-
forms of olive drab (OD shade 33) that the Army
had worn for 50 years. The cut and color of the new
“Army Green” uniform would present a smarter and
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US Army Photo
The Army spruced up its image by replacing the olive
drab (OD) uniform (right), which soldiers had worn for
50 years, with a new uniform of “Army Green” (center).

more up-to-date appearance—or so it was hoped.
Freshly outfitted, the soldier henceforth would “ap-
pear beside the other Services without apology for
his appearance,” an Army spokesman predicted.
The soldier could even “proudly meet and mingle
with his civilian contemporaries.”'? Along with
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new uniforms, the Army touted new equipment.
The Army’s contributions to aviation, missile re-
search, and the still-infant space program became
major public relations themes.

The Army’s PR efforts capitalized on the latest
media techniques. In 1955 the Service released a
feature-length-color documentary—"“This Is Your
Army”—for showing in theatres across the country.
For television viewers who tuned in their sets on
early Saturday or Sunday mornings, “The Big Pic-
ture” provided a contrast to Sergeant Bilko, de-
picting the Army as a progressive, technologically
advanced organization with a vital worldwide mis-
sion. In 1955 the Army claimed that 394 of the na-
tion’s 417 television stations carried “The Big
Picture.”?”

Though not part of the Service per se, the Asso-
ciation of the United States Army (AUSA) became
an increasingly important public relations instru-
ment. Founded in 1950, AUSA was a somewhat
somnolent organization during its early years. But
the “New Look” prodded AUSA and its journal,
Army, into becoming aggressive advocates of the
Service’s interests. Beginning in the fall of 1955,
AUSA held yearly conventions that brought to-
gether senior soldiers, politicians, journalists, and
industrial leaders. This annual meeting served to
showcase the Army’s latest hardware and permitted
some modest bragging about recent Service accom-
plishments. It also helped the Army gain the ear of
influential opinionmakers and express its views on
defense issues.
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US Army Photo
US Army recruiters advertise their Service’s commit-
ment to high technology by carrying replicas of the
NIKE Ajax missile on top of their sedans in the early
1950s.

More important than these efforts to refurbish
its image was the Army’s attack on the very under-
pinnings of the “New Look.” As our review of NSC
162/2 illustrated, massive retaliation constituted the
basic military strategy of the United States from the
early days of the Eisenhower administration. Senior
administration officials did not view massive retali-
ation merely as a theoretical principle vaguely re-
lated to US national security. Rather, the President
himself had explicitly endorsed it. His closest
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associates had affirmed its central place in the ad-
ministration’s thinking. It was national policy. As
such, one might have expected Army leaders to
have accepted massive retaliation and to have fo-
cused their efforts on carrying out the President’s
will. But this view proved to be far from the case.
From 1953 on the Army’s spokesmen attacked mas-
sive retaliation relentlessly, criticizing it as ineffect-
ive, unrealistic, and immoral.

In approving the concept of massive retaliation,
the administration had taken only a first step to-
ward making it into effective policy. Full imple-
mentation meant incorporating the concept into
existing directives and plans that provided detailed
guidance to the bureaucracy. This process gave op-
ponents of massive retaliation opportunities to chal-
lenge it as each of these directives was revised in
light of the new thinking.

The Army’s leaders seized on these opportuni-
ties. At first they confined their opposition to the
closed inner circles of the National Security Coun-
cil (NSC) and the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS). But
frustration soon inspired more vocal and at times
downright obstructionist tactics. Whether due to
the Army’s doggedness or the cogency of its argu-:
ments, the Service’s critique eventually earned
widespread acceptance. To the Army’s chagrin,
however, the declining legitimacy of the concept of
massive retaliation did not result in a redistribution
of defense resources more favorable to the Army.
That redistribution would await the coming to
power of a new administration.
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In approving NSC 162/2 in October 1953, the
President directed the National Security Council to
use it as a basis for redefining US objectives in the
event of war with the Soviet Union. Given a strategy
intended to deter war, defining objectives to be pur-
sued during war had the look of a fairly gratuitous
exercise. Nonetheless, this requirement, eventually
resulting in a document known as NSC 5410/1, pro-
vided one of the first chances to challenge massive
retaliation. The Army used this chance to point out
some implications of the administration’s willing-
ness to countenance all-out nuclear war.

In a preliminary draft the NSC Planning Board
defined the primary US wartime objective as the
“destruction of both the military capability and mil-
itary potential of the Soviet bloc.”'* Military capa-
bility referred to the armed forces of the Soviets and
their allies. Military potential meant industrial ca-
pacity and, of necessity, cities. In subdued and
unremarkable language the National Security Coun-
cil was proposing that the United States reduce
Eastern Europe, the USSR, and China to a nuclear
wasteland. Having achieved this aspect, the sole re-
maining military task would be for occupation
forces to take control of the defeated and largely de-
stroyed enemy nations.

Asked by the JCS to comment, the Army War
Plans Branch prepared a stinging critique of the
NSC draft. Obviously, the NSC envisioned only a
limited role for the Army in such a nuclear war. Yet
the Army doubted whether conditions following a
massive nuclear attack would permit it to carry out
even a simple occupation mission effectively. The
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Army accused the NSC of overlooking “serious
problems” of fallout that would enormously com-
plicate the occupation of defeated countries.

More fundamentally, the Army questioned the
sense of laying waste” to the Soviet bloc in the first
place. What possible political purpose could such
an act serve? According to the Army, the National
Security Council had “failed properly to consider
the implications of unlimited nuclear destruction of
military potential” as an objective. In the Army’s
view, the political and economic implications of
such an act were resoundingly negative. For exam-
ple, the United States had expressed a longstanding
determination to free Eastern Europe from Soviet
domination. A war that made them nuclear targets,
said the Army, would be unlikely to encourage
Eastern Europeans to defect from the Soviet orbit.
Even victory would create new problems on a scale
matching the war’s devastation. Not least among
them, the United States would face stupendous dif-
ficulties in struggling to reintegrate its defeated
adversaries into the world economy. The Army crit-
icized the Council for ignoring the mind boggling
problem of establishing “economically viable
postwar successor states” out of the ashes of the de-
feated. And lastly, the Army speculated that even in
victory, the United States would find its relations
with allies and neutral powers poisoned. As perpe-
trators of a nuclear holocaust Americans would face
grave impediments to the establishment of a
“postwar world environment friendly toward the
United States.”
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The Army forwarded its critique to the Joint
Chiefs on 21 December 1953. When the Planning
Board’s revised draft of 28 December failed to incor-
porate any of the Army’s points, the Service imme-
diately waded in with another paper. This
document offered an alternative definition of US
wartime objectives. In it the Army outlined a set of
“clearcut guidelines” for a military strategy that un-
like massive retaliation, would be politically pur-
poseful. The Army, in this paper, came close to
rejecting nuclear weapons altogether, a proposal
that must have seemed quixotic to administration
officials who viewed nuclear arms as a panacea.
Specifically, the Army argued for the following:

® The prohibition, or minimum use, of weap-
ons of mass destruction.

® The restriction of attacks by weapons of mass
destruction, if used, to selected tactical targets
which would cause minimum human loss and ma-
terial loss and promote the achievement of military
objectives by conventional forces.

This effort succeeded only in preventing a consen-
sus on the draft NSC document. Irreversibly dead-
locked, the Joint Chiefs elevated their dispute to the
NSC itself at a Council meeting convened on 25
March. Although General Ridgway was in attend-
ance, the President directed Admiral Arthur
Radford, the JCS Chairman, to summarize objec-
tions to NSC 5410 for the Council. Radford, no
friend of the Army, reiterated the Service’s view
that an all-out nuclear attack on the Soviets would
“inflict such chaos and destruction and suffering”
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as had not been seen since the Thirty Years War. He
mentioned the Army’s contention that it was “im-
possible to visualize” the United States coping with
the aftermath of a “victory” won through the indis-
criminate use of nuclear weapons. Mindful of this
prospect, he concluded, the Army was recom-
mending that the NSC reconsider its intention to
use nuclear weapons on a large scale in the event of
war with the Soviets.

Eisenhower allowed Radford to complete his
presentation, but then responded with “considera-
ble vehemence and conviction.” He remarked with
evident displeasure that the issues raised “came
pretty close” to questioning “the prerogatives of the
Commander in Chief.” He then expressed his “abso-
lute conviction” that the availability of nuclear
weapons to both sides meant that “everything in
any future war with the Soviet bloc would have to
be subordinated to winning that war.” Winning
meant waging war to the utmost, using all assets
available. The President conceded that “ten years
ago [he] might very well have subscribed to ... limi-
tations and restrictions” on the use of force. He also
admitted that “we can’t tell what we will do after
we achieve a victory in what will be total and not in
any sensec limited warfare.” Although acknowl-
edging that his “point of view might seem brutal,”
the President concluded by insisting that he “sim-
ply could not conceive of any other course of action
than [one] which would hit the Russians where and
how it would hurt most.”?®

Eisenhower suffered no illusions about the
probable effects of all-out nuclear war. The results
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of such a conflict would be horrifying beyond
belief. Yet in his view if the horror inherent in all-
out nuclear war made it impossible to conceive of a
meaningful strategy for such a conflict, that same
horror also invested the concept of nuclear deter-
rence with its value. Fully expecting that he never
would order the use of nuclear weapons, Eisen-
hower was baffled that the Army insisted on taking
the rhetoric of massive retaliation seriously,
analyzing it as if it were a warfighting strategy.
“That’s the trouble with Ridgway,” remarked the
President some months later in a similar context.
“He’s talking theory -I'm trying to talk sense.”!® In
brooding over the realities of conducting all-out nu-
clear war, the Army was concerning itself with a
contingency that Eisenhower viewed as too remote
to merit serious consideration.

The Army took just the opposite perspective.
Ridgway believed that the administration had be-
come enamored with theory—the unproven hypoth-
esis that the threat of nuclear retaliation would
prevent aggression. Furthermore, he was convinced
that the theory was defective. Sense in his view re-
quired that the administration weigh the implica-
tions of a lapse in deterrence. Required by such a
lapse to consider the use of force to protect its inter-
ests, a nation too reliant on strategic nuclear weap-
ons would confront a choice between paralysis and
catastrophe.

In retrospect, Eisenhower and Ridgway clearly
were talking around each other—much to the frus-
tration of each. Still, the President’s outburst of
25 March had accomplished this much: it had
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demonstrated once and for all the futility of the
Army’s efforts to discredit massive retaliation by
depicting all-out nuclear war as devoid of rational
purpose. To the President such an argument was ir-
relevant. As a result, although not altogether aban-
doning its earlier theme, the Army began to shift the
focus of its attack on massive retaliation. Rather
than emphasizing the senselessness of general war,
Service spokesmen instead pointed to the declining
effectiveness of nuclear deterrent. The rapid growth
of the Soviet nuclear arsenal publicly was acknowl-
edged as fact. Well before 1960 the USSR would
possess the capability to wreak unacceptable de-
struction, the United States. When this point was
reached, the Army argued, the two nuclear arsenals
effectively would cancel each other out. A condi-
tion of mutual deterrence would exist—but one that
inhibited nuclear attacks only. Under the cover of
this nuclear shield, Soviet subversion and local ag-
gression would continue on an expanded scale—as
NSC 162/2 conceded. The strength of Soviet con-
ventional forces would provide ample resources for
such efforts. To defend its interests and its allies,
the United States required comparable forces. The
“New Look,” the Army pointed out, was elim-
inating precisely such forces.!”

By the fall of 1954 the Joint Chiefs collectively
began to appreciate the significance of the USSR’s"
growing nuclear strength. But the Army remained
alone in insisting that this situation called for an
abandonment of massive retaliation and the “New
Look.” Certainly, the administration showed no
signs of recanting. For Ridgway, American
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inflexibility in the face of changing circumstances
threatened to create a situation that would tempt
the United States to consider “preventive war.”
Once nuclear parity seemed imminent, the conse-
quences of Soviet conventional superiority would
become inescapable. Ridgway feared that the logic
of a preemptive strike to forestall such a radical
change in the balance of forces would become
compelling.

Ridgway’s concerns were not without founda-
tion. American officials did consider preemptive at-
tack as an option at least theoretically available. In
1955, for example, the Air Force proposed to the
JCS that the United States launch a strategic attack
“whenever it becomes clear that the intentions of
the communist bloc are to control military allied
nations and destroy the United States.”'® The Presi-
dent himself was not immune to such thinking. Ike
worried that the cost of an indefinite arms race with
the Soviets would drive the United States “into
some form of dictatorial government.” Faced with
such prospects, he continued, “we would be forced
to consider whether or not our duty to future gener-
ations did not require us to initiate war at the most
propitious moment that we could designate.”?®

By the end of 1954 frustration within the Army
had reached a dangerous level. The Army’s views
no longer seemed to receive serious consideration.
Organizational factors and personalities combined
to rob the Army’s voice of its previous authority.
The creation of the Department of Defense largely
had excluded the Army from the center of power.
Although Secretary Brucker was an enthusiastic
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advocate of the Army’s viewpoint, the reduction of
the Army Secretary to sub-Cabinet rank in 1949 lim-
ited his effectiveness as the Ar